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ABSTRACT  ARTICLE INFO 

Introduction/Main Objectives: The purpose of this research is to examine
the relationship between empathetic leadership and employees' job
satisfaction and the intention to leave with needs’ satisfaction as a mediating
variable among millennials in a start-up business. The number of millennials 
will only continue to grow, and by 2025 it is expected that 75% of the global
workforce will be millennials. In particular, empathetic leadership will be
required to manage and control this generation if the organizations they
choose to work for are to be successful, as this generation’s members have
different characteristics compared to those of the older generations.
Design/methodology/approach: Following a cross-sectional research 
design, this research collected data from 137 millennial employees of start-
up companies in Indonesia. A structural equation modeling technique was
used for the data’s analysis. Findings: The results reveal that empathetic 
leadership has a direct and positive relationship with employees' job
satisfaction and has a direct and negative relationship with the intention to
leave. Needs’ satisfaction partially mediates these relationships. Originality:
This study makes a novel contribution to the existing literature by first
providing empirical evidence that among the three dimensions of needs’
satisfaction only the relatedness dimension passed the measurement test in
the structural equation modeling. Second, empathetic leadership is proven to 
increase job satisfaction and reduce the intention to leave among millennials,
considering their unique characteristics. Research limitations/implications:
The research was conducted during COVID-19 pandemic. Circumstances 
related to that pandemic might influence the result of this study. It is,
therefore suggested to conduct the study again under normal circumstances.
Policy and Practical implications: The findings of this study suggest
managers should develop an empathetic leadership style in order to better 
manage the millennials. Leaders can be nurtured, but disciplined efforts have
to be invested in their creation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Leadership is a long-standing research topic, and 

will continue to be an important issue depending 

on the context in which leadership is exercised, 

which in this case is leadership of the millennial 

generation who are working in a new type of 

business – a start-up. How would you lead the 

members of this generation who are stereotyped 

as being lazy, having no respect for authority, 

bad work habits, and unrealistic expectations? 

(Ferri-Reed, 2014). Leading the millennials, who 

were born from 1984 to 1999, is a major 

challenge for most leaders, and most leaders 

cannot avoid it as the number of millennials in 

employment will only continue to grow; by 2030 

it is expected that 75% of the global workforce 

will be millennials (Millennials in the work-

place, 2017). As is the nature of management, 

managers and their work are changing (Martin, 

2005), as with the case of millennials in start-up 

industry, a leadership style that brings out the 

best performance from millennials is needed. 

Among other leadership styles, this study 

focused on empathetic leadership for several 

reasons. First, empathic leadership is charac-

terized by focusing on understanding the 

emotional situation of others, and showing a 

willingness to care about them and take action to 

serve them (Kock et al., 2018), compared to 

transactional leadership styles that focus on 

specific tasks and use rewards and punishments 

to motivate followers, or transformational 

leadership that encourages, inspires and 

motivates employees (Bass, 1990). Second, 

empathetic leadership is also relevant because it 

presents other people's experiences (i.e. the 

experiences of followers) and provides genuine 

understanding and support through changes and 

difficult times, regardless of the followers’ 

performance. Third, empathic leadership can be 

considered a newly developed construct (Kock 

et al., 2018) and hence, it has not been widely 

studied in terms of its organizational outcomes 

and contextual relevance. This study will 

examine the relationship between empathic 

leadership with job satisfaction and turnover 

intentions, and determine the mediating role of 

needs’ satisfaction. Thus, the theoretical contri-

bution is expected to be significant. 

The millennials are known for having the 

following characteristics: (a) They see them-

selves as a human being first before being an 

employee (Bolland & Lopes, 2014; Wong et al., 

2008). (b) They are known as the “job hopping 

generation” because they change jobs more 

frequently than do those belonging to the older 

generations (Gallup, 2016). (c) They are much 

more technologically savvy, and they adapt 

better to technological changes compared to 

their predecessors since they have been 

accustomed to the Internet of things from an 

early age (PWC, 2011). (d) They feel a greater 

need to be appreciated in their workplace. These 

characteristics create an emotional and people-

oriented work environment, as opposed to the 

mechanical 9 to 5 traditional workplace culture 

(Hughes, 2015), which demands a leadership 

style that fulfills the well-being of millennials, 

such as giving them satisfying work to perform, 

as well as making them feel comfortable 

working for the organization, so they have less 

intention to leave. In addition, apart from salary, 

millennials are considered to place emphasis on 

having a meaningful job (Murphy, 2018), 

creative freedom, and the opportunity to develop 

themselves (Utomo, 2019), as well as a feeling 

of connection with their co-workers (Landrum, 

2018) in choosing a job. With regard to this, 

Deci et al.,(2001) highlighted the importance of 

needs’ satisfaction when discussing the well-

being of employees in the work setting. These 

needs are similar to the essential nutriments 

needed for people to thrive, especially for the 

millennials who consider the work-life balance 
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as an important thing in their life (Bolland & 

Lopes, 2014).  

Among many leadership styles, this study 

proposes that empathetic leadership is needed 

when dealing with millennials. Empathetic 

leadership is defined as a leadership style that 

focuses on understanding other people’s 

emotional situations, and showing a willingness 

to care about them and take actions to cater to 

them (Kock et al., 2018). Since its focus is on 

developing an emotional relationship, showing 

and exercising empathy will be part of a more 

person-focused leadership style. Empathy is the 

ability to experience and relate to the thoughts, 

emotions, or experience of others. The style 

proposes that people would be better leaders 

when they have an understanding of their 

followers’ emotional states, so they can express 

this understanding, and support their followers’ 

handling of these emotions. It is important for 

leaders to bond and create personal relationships 

with their employees, as there are several 

benefits to this. First, the employees in general 

are more satisfied and emotionally less 

exhausted (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). Second, a 

good relationship with their supervisors also 

leads to the employees having a better sense of 

their psychological-needs satisfaction (Deci et 

al., 2001), which will then lead to a greater 

work-life balance environment, and employees 

feeling satisfied with their jobs (Reb et al., 

2012), which reduces their intention to quit the 

organizations they work for (Gallup, 2016). 

Although there was a study about millennials in 

a similar context (see Negoro, 2020), that study 

left the intention to leave uninvestigated. As one 

of the generation that do not feel they have to 

have close ties to their work (Gallup, 2016), it is 

important to investigate how the empathetic 

leadership approach helps this generation settle 

in their jobs, reducing the cost for the 

organization to replace them if they leave for 

another job. Such an understanding is one thing 

this study would like to contribute.  

Contextually, this study is conducted on 

millennials in start-up businesses. Although 

there have been studies on millennials (Smith & 

Nichols, 2015; Kaifi et al., 2012; Chou, 2012, 

among many others), the leadership and 

followership styles exhibited by millennials at 

work has been largely neglected. Leaders must 

learn more about their employees’ job satisfac-

tion and intention to leave as new generations 

merge within their organization. Thus, the major 

purpose of this study is to develop an 

understanding of the relationship between the 

empathetic leadership style and job satisfaction 

and intention to leave, while considering needs’ 

satisfaction as a mediating variable.  

As millennials are way more technologically 

knowledgeable, working for a start-up company 

where technology is heavily utilized to deliver 

products or services is a reasonable choice. 

Working for a start-up company is also 

meaningful for millennials, as many start-up 

companies utilize technology to solve the 

problems that society is facing (e.g. the problem 

of environmental sustainability) (Hanson-

Rasmussen & Lauver, 2018). Examples of these 

include online shopping, e-ticketing, online 

transportation and e-commerce. In addition, 

many start-up companies have been imple-

menting flexible working schedules (Chopra-

McGowan, 2019), dress as you like policies 

(Williams, 2017), and a people-oriented culture 

(Hughes, 2015) which all match with the 

characteristics of the millennials. Having 

discussed the conceptual and contextual above, 

first, this study acknowledges that leading the 

millennials in start-up companies merits 

investigation as the number of members of this 

generation entering the workforce is growing, 

and the become the dominant workforce in many 

organizations. Failing to lead this generation can 
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contribute to costs associated with maintaining 

the workforce. Second, as this generation is less 

attached to their work, a leader needs to 

understand how to lead this generation, so that 

organizations reap the benefits of having a good 

quality workforce. Third, focusing on under-

standing the emotional situation of others, and 

showing a willingness to care about them and 

take action, may result in maintaining the 

satisfaction of millennials with the organization 

and reducing their intention to quit. Based on the 

above arguments, this study tries to answer the 

following questions. Firstly, whether there is a 

relationship between empathetic leadership and 

job satisfaction. Secondly, whether there is a link 

between empathetic leadership and the turnover 

intention. Thirdly, whether there is a mediating 

role for needs’ satisfaction on the relationship of 

the above variables. In accordance with the 

above research questions, this study developed 

and tested a model that relates empathetic 

leadership with job satisfaction, and the intention 

to leave, and puts needs’ satisfaction as the 

mediating variable. 

In the next section, the literature review, in 

regard to the variables of this study, namely 

empathetic leadership, needs’ satisfaction, job 

satisfaction, and intention to leave are further 

discussed in detail. The discussion highlights the 

definition and the development of the concept in 

the literature. Following the above discussions, 

the proposed hypotheses development is 

examined in detail. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

1. Empathetic Leadership 

Kock et al., (2018) defined empathetic leader-

ship as a leadership style that focuses on 

understanding its followers’ emotional situa-

tions, and the willingness to care about them and 

take actions to cater for them. Empathy is 

defined as the ability to recognize and 

understand the feelings of others (Stevenson, 

2010). Even in the workplace people need 

support and understanding, or empathy 

(Edmondson & Lei, 2014). Psychological and 

leadership studies show that empathy provides a 

foundation for the behavior of many people 

(Ilies et al., 2006). Very often leaders utilize 

empathy in the workplace to create positive and 

comfortable conditions for their followers 

(Owens & Hekman, 2016). Empathy is used by 

humans to survive, because with empathy, one 

can understand that whoever shows empathy can 

be trusted, and can be invited to work with 

others (Kock et al., 2018). However, few studies 

have focused on understanding other people's 

emotional situations and shown a willingness to 

care and take actions to cater to them (Kock et 

al., 2018). Dealing with a generation that see 

themselves as human beings before being 

employees, leaders with an understanding of the 

emotional aspects and a willingness to care are 

needed if these people are going to be useful in 

the workplace. The leadership style that focuses 

on understanding other people's emotional 

situations, and shows a willingness to care about 

them and take actions to cater to them (Kock et 

al., 2018) is termed empathetic leadership. Thus, 

with empathy in place, there can be a good 

relationship between one person and another. 

2. Need Satisfaction 

The self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 

2002) claimed that humans are motivated and 

show well-being when they have their 

psychological needs satisfied. There are three 

needs that are generally owned by humans that 

require satisfying: autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness. Autonomy is a person’s need to feel 

that his/her behavior and the outcome of his/her 

work are self-determined or self-caused, and not 

because they are controlled or influenced by 

outside forces (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 
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Competence is the need for a person to feel 

capable and effective in carrying out tasks or 

jobs, with different levels of difficulty, which are 

assigned to them (Ryan & Deci, 2002), while 

relatedness is the need for people to feel 

connected to, supported by, or cared for by 

others, including at their workplace (Ryan & 

Deci, 2002). The discussions related to need 

have been well documented. McClelland and 

Burnham (1976) defined needs as referring to a 

person’s conscious wants, desires, or emotions. 

As an alternative view, Ryan et al., (1996) 

defined needs in terms of the nutriments that are 

essential for individuals to survive and grow. 

This view of needs assumes that needs are innate 

rather than learned. This study followed the 

latter definition based on the following reasons: 

first, everyone is assumed to have innate needs 

regardless of their reported desire for the 

outcomes they expect, and second, assessing 

needs allows this study to undertake an empirical 

exploration, and not just make assumptions. 

3. Job Satisfaction 

Locke (1976) p. 1304) defined job satisfaction as 

"a pleasurable or positive emotional state 

resulting from the appraisal of one's job or work 

experiences." Whether someone is satisfied, or 

not, at work is a result of the various attitudes 

that a person has toward work, and toward 

factors related to life in general (Gilmer, 1974). 

Job satisfaction reflects the sense of achievement 

and success of an employee. Achievement and 

success both depend on job satisfaction and 

motivation (Purnomo et al., 2020; Qodriah et al., 

2019). By having job satisfaction, workers work 

happily, do their jobs well, and feel valued for 

their efforts. Someone who is satisfied with 

his/her work tends to work happily and 

enthusiastically (Zhu, 2012). In other words, job 

satisfaction refers to the positive emotion that 

comes as a result of positive experiences in the 

workplace, and people will reflect the positive 

behavior from their job in their life in general. 

Backing this assertion, Zhu (2013) who 

reviewed job satisfaction in detail, proposed that 

as an attitude job satisfaction consisted of three 

things, namely cognitive components, affective 

components, and behavioral components. In 

addition, Locke (1976) offered the definition of 

job satisfaction as a kind of pleasant or positive 

affective state, which grows as part of the 

process of evaluating an individual’s work 

experiences. 

4. Intention to Leave 

Firth et al., (2004) stated that employees’ 

intention to leave describes employees who are 

considering and thinking about leaving where 

they currently work. An intention is an 

indication of an individual's readiness to perform 

a given behavior (Ajzen, 1991). Over time, the 

pressure to perform and uncertainty that results 

from the working enviroment can be difficult to 

accept for many employees, meaning some 

workers are eager to leave their jobs or 

organizations (Cardador et al., 2011). When an 

employee leaves, the investment made by the 

company in the employee, in terms of education, 

training and development is lost. A high 

turnover of employees may also cause the 

morale of the remaining ones to decline (Ertas, 

2015). A low turnover intention however, may 

provide benefits to the organization, such as it 

saves an organization a great deal in human 

resources expenses. In more detail, the costs of 

exit interviews with outgoing employees, the 

costs to hire temporary help before a new 

employee can be found, the costs to attract and 

retain new employees, and the costs to train new 

employees can all be avoided with low turnover. 

The turnover intention has always been an 

important issue faced by organizations, 

regardless of their location, size, and the nature 
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of their business. If not solved, the cost 

expenditure associated with employee turnover 

will increase (Ali, 2009; Long &Thean, 2011). 

HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT 

1. The Direct Relationship of Empathetic 

Leadership to Job Satisfaction 

Basically, leadership is based on relation-

ships (Bennis, 2007). For example, the leader-

member exchange (LMX) theory explains how 

leaders and followers build bonds (Lloyd et al., 

2015), and in many cases this happens beyond 

the requirements of the workplace. Well-being 

and extra-role behavior might emerge as a 

consequence of a good relationship between 

leaders and followers (Geertshuis et al., 2015). 

Empathy, in this case, provides the possibility of 

explaining why followers experience job 

satisfaction. Empathetic leaders show their 

followers that they are to be trusted, they 

encourage the efforts of the followers, they show 

concern about the job satisfaction of the 

followers, and they also support their profes-

sional development (Mayfield & Mayfield, 

2015). In an office setting, empathy has allowed 

leaders to give signals to their followers that 

they can trust them and they can create positive 

feelings toward the workplace by establishing 

personal and emotional connections (Madlock, 

2008). The use of empathy in the workplace 

creates a positive state of mind in the followers 

(Gilet et al., 2013; Owens & Hekman, 2016), 

such as satisfaction with their job and that they 

like working in that place. Accordingly, the 

following hypothesis was developed: 

H1:  Empathetic leadership has a positive effect 

on employees’ job satisfaction 

2. The Direct Relationship of Empathetic 

Leadership with the Intention to Leave 

Empathetic leaders focus on understanding the 

emotional situation of their followers, they are 

willing to care about them, they communicate 

well with them, and take the actions needed to 

treat followers in the best way possible (Kock et 

al., 2018). In companies where the environment 

is dynamic and has great levels of uncertainty, as 

is the case in start-up firms, having leaders like 

these make the employees feel more comfortable 

at work, which reduces their desire to quit. The 

Work Institute (Mahan et al., 2019) projected 

that the millennial employee turnover rate would 

increase over time, and by 2023, voluntary 

employee turnover was expected to rise to nearly 

30%, so managers must try to seriously reduce 

the intention to leave among their employees, 

and in this study empathetic leadership is 

believed to reduce that intention. 

Based on the above, the following hypo-

thesis was formulated: 

H2: Empathetic leadership has a negative effect 

on employees’ intention to leave 

3. Needs’ Satisfaction as a Mediator between 

Empathetic Leadership and Job 

Satisfaction 

The needs’ satisfaction of employees is hypot-

hesized as a mediator in the relationship between 

empathetic leadership and job satisfaction, as 

many studies state that when leaders are 

emotionally supportive, followers feel connected 

to, supported by, or cared for by their leaders in 

the workplace (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Ryan 

& Deci, 2002). As a result, the employees tend 

to be satisfied with their jobs (Bono et al., 2007; 

Chiesa & Serretti, 2011). Similarly, when there 

is support and motivation from a supervisor, the 

feeling of being capable and effective at doing 

the tasks or job, and the feeling that his or her 

behavior and the outcome of their work are self-

determined, or self-caused, will emerge (Ryan 

and Deci, 2002), and later they will feel satisfied 

with their job (Reb et al., 2012). Based on the 

above arguments, the following hypothesis was 
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proposed: 

H3: Needs’ satisfaction mediates the positive 

effect of empathetic leadership for 

employees’ job satisfaction. 

4. Needs’ Satisfaction as a Mediator between 

Empathetic Leadership and the Intention 

to Leave 

It is known that the desire to leave is influenced 

by environmental factors and individual factors 

(Cardador et al., 2011). Each individual has 

different psychological needs that require 

satisfying, which functions as a mediator when 

there is a relationship between empathetic 

leadership and the desire to leave. With the 

empathetic leadership functions displayed by 

supervisors, this makes employees feel they are 

getting the attention, encouragement, and 

motivation they want (Baumeister & Leary, 

1995; Ryan & Deci, 2002), which further 

reduces their desire to leave their job. With 

empathetic leadership, employees feel they have 

help to deal with challenging and stressful 

situations (Kock et al., 2018), and feel capable of 

doing their tasks (Ryan & Deci, 2002). In turn, 

these psychological needs for satisfaction 

mediate the employees’ desire to quit their work. 

H4: Needs’ satisfaction mediates the negative 

effect of empathetic leadership for 

employees’ intention to leave. 

METHOD 

1. Sample and Procedure 

The object was the millennial generation, 

meaning those who were born between 1984 and 

1999, so they were 21 to 36 years old in 2020. 

Predetermined criteria were applied; they should 

be active employees of a start-up company, 

which operates in Indonesia. Nonprobability 

sampling with purposive samples (Sekaran & 

Bougie, 2010) was applied. Researchers 

distributed descriptive information as well as a 

link that directed the respondents to a ques-

tionnaire that was arranged by the researcher. 

The online questionnaire was distributed via 

social media platforms such as LINE, WhatsApp 

and also LinkedIn by one of the researchers. 

From the responses received, 137 final responses 

were processed for the analysis. Sixty-nine 

respondents were male, and 67 were female, the 

eldest were born in 1984, and the youngest were 

born in 1999. All the respondents were working 

for start-up companies. 

A quantitative research approach was 

applied. Three stages were proposed. First, the 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), used to 

determine the level of representation between the 

variable and the questionnaire items was applied, 

which resulted in the construct’s reliability and 

variance extracted. Second, the goodness of fit 

of the measurement was applied to measure the 

construct’s reliability and validity. Third, once 

the measurement part proved satisfactory, the 

third stage of the structural relationship was 

executed, which resulted in the relationship 

among the constructs of the study being 

exposed. 

2. Measures 

All measurements of the variables used in this 

study were adopted from previous research, and 

already had high measurement validity. 

Empathetic leadership (Kock et al., 2018) is a 

relatively new construct, and has rarely been 

investigated in relation to millennials. Job 

satisfaction and the intention to leave are 

important variables in managing a workforce, 

especially among millennials as they are less 

attached to their work. Lastly, the need for 

satisfaction, as a nutriment that is essential for an 

individual to survive and grow, is considered 

important when leading millennials. A 7-point 

Likert-type scale was applied for all the 
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variables, consisting of strongly agree (SA), 

agree (A), somewhat agree (SWA), neutral (N), 

somewhat disagree (SWD), disagree (D), and 

strongly disagree (SD). 

2.1. Empathetic Leadership 

Empathetic leadership refers to the leadership 

model that emphasizes the leader’s level of 

understanding and support for the followers’ 

emotional states (Kock et al., 2018). The 

researcher utilized the empathetic part of the 

motivating language scale (Mayfield & 

Mayfield, 2015) that consisted of five questions 

with a 7-point Likert-type scale. Examples of the 

questions included “My supervisor gives me 

praise for my good work.” “My supervisor 

shows me encouragement for my work efforts.” 

2.2. Need for Satisfaction 

The needs’ satisfaction of employees is defined 

in the self-determination theory as innate, 

psychological, and essential for human well-

being. There are three basic psychological needs 

that all humans have in common: autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness. The researcher 

utilized Deci & Ryan’s measures of the need for 

satisfaction at work from 2001, which divided 

the statements about needs’ satisfaction into 

three sections: seven statements about auto-

nomy, six statements about competence, and 

eight statements about relatedness. Examples of 

these statements included “I really like the 

people I interact with,” and “People in my life 

care about me.”  

2.3. Job Satisfaction 

Job satisfaction refers to the pleasurable or 

positive emotional state resulting from the 

appraisal of one's job or job experiences (Locke, 

1976). The researcher utilized the job satis-

faction measures of Cammann et al., (1983). 

Examples of these statements included “All in 

all I am satisfied with my job,” and “In general, I 

don’t like my job.” 

2.4. Intention to Leave 

Intention to leave describes employees who are 

considering or thinking about leaving their work. 

The intention to leave was measured using a 

scale developed by Kelloway, Gottlieb and 

Barham, (1999). Sample items included “I am 

thinking about leaving this organization,” and “I 

intend to ask people about new job.” 

RESULTS 

1. Correlations and Confirmatory Factor 

Analysis 

Table 1 presents the correlations between all the 

variables utilized in this study. A correlation is a 

statistical measure that expresses the extent to 

which two variables are linearly related 

(meaning they change together at a constant 

rate). The p-value represents the probability that 

the correlation between x and y in the sample 

data occurs by chance. A p-value of 0.05 means 

that there is only a 5% chance that the results 

from a sample occurred due to chance, while a p-

value of 0.01 means that there is only a 1% 

chance. So lower p-values are good. As shown 

in that table, the correlations between empathetic 

leadership and the need for satisfaction (r = 

0.569, p = 0.01) and all the dependent variables, 

job satisfaction (r = 0.625, p = 0.01), and 

intention to leave (r = -0.490, p = 0.01) were in 

accordance with the theoretical claim. The 

construct of the need for satisfaction was related 

but distinct to job satisfaction (r = 0.592, p = 

0.01), and the intention to leave (r = -0.503, p = 

0.01). Similar evidence was also observed 

between job satisfaction and intention to leave (r 

= 0.506, p = 0.01).  
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 

Construct Mean SD N 1 2 3 4 

Empathetic Leadership 6.115 0.755 137     

Need for Satisfaction 5.804 0.639 137 0.569**    

Job Satisfaction 6.093 0.928 137 0.624** 0.592**   

Intention to Leave 2.695 1.405 137 -0.490** -0.503** -0.506**  
**p < 0.01 

All the above evidence supports the state-

ment that the high correlations between personal 

variables are the result of conceptual 

relationships and not measurement problems. 

However, to strengthen this argument, a 

confirmatory factor analysis is also important, to 

clarify the nature of the relationship between the 

variables (Table 2). 

Table 2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

Construct 
Construct 
Reliability 

Variance 
Extracted 

Empathetic Leadership 0.909 0.671 

Need for Satisfaction 0.867 0.568 

Job Satisfaction 0.930 0.816 

Intention to Leave 0.933 0.780 

Table 2 shows the result of the confirmatory 

factor analysis performed on all the variables of 

the study. When interpreting, the instrument’s 

construct validity was applied. This is the extent 

to which the measure “behaves” in a way 

consistent with the theoretical hypotheses and 

represents how well the scores on the instrument 

are indicative of the theoretical construct. In 

assessing the reliability of multiple measures for 

an individual construct, the internal consistency 

measure developed by Fornell and Larcker 

(1981) was applied. Compared to Cronbach’s 

alpha, this measure is believed to be superior 

since it uses the item loadings obtained within 

the causal model, it is not influenced by the 

number of indicators within the construct, and it 

is more general (Barclay et al., 1995; Hulland, 

1999). A commonly used threshold value for 

acceptable reliability is 0.50, which roughly 

corresponds to a standardized loading of 0.70 

(Hair et al., 1998). Another measure of construct 

reliability is the variance extracted estimate. This 

reflects the overall amount of variance in the 

indicators accounted for by the latent construct 

(Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Higher variance 

extracted values occur when the indicators are 

truly representative of the latent construct. 

Guidelines suggest that the variance extracted 

value should exceed 0.50 for the construct (Hair 

et al., 1998). Table 2 indicates that all the 

constructs had good construct reliability (≥0.50), 

and variance extracted estimates (≥0.50), 

confirming that the scale applied in this study 

differed and measured different constructs.  

Table 3 indicates the results of the goodness-

of-fit indices. It shows that the value of X2 was 

above the 0.05 benchmark (= 0.074); RMSEA 

was below the 0.08 cut-off point (= 0.029); NFI, 

CFI, and GFI showed very good values (= 0.957, 

0.953, and 0.903 respectively). AGFI was good 

(=0.867). Overall the goodness-of-fit indices 

were satisfactory. 

Table 3. Goodness-of-Fit Indices of Measurement Part 
Fit Indices Result Benchmark Conclusion 

Probability of X2 0.074 ≥ 0.05 Good 

RMSEA 0.029 ≤ 0.08 Good 

NFI  0.957 ≥ 0.9 Good 

CFI  0.993 ≥ 0.90 Good 

GFI  0.903 ≥ 0.9 Good 

AGFI 0.867 0.8 ≤ < 0.9 Good 
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Table 2, along with Table 3, supports our 

argument that the relationship of the observed 

variables and their underlying constructs fulfill 

the measurement threshold for the structural 

equation modeling that was applied in this 

research. However, as some items of needs’ 

satisfaction were felt in the measurement phase, 

then it is worth discussing them in the 

contribution and theoretical implication section 

in detail. 

2. Research Model and Coefficient of 

Structural Path 

The structural part permits the relationship 

between constructs to be examined. The result is 

shown in Figure 1. 

Empathetic leadership predicted the 

employees’ psychological needs’ satisfaction (β 

= 0.580, ρ < 0.001). Furthermore, the needs’ 

satisfaction was positively associated with the 

dependent variable job satisfaction (β = 0.306, ρ 

< 0.001), and was negatively associated with the 

dependent variable intention to leave (β = -

0.407, ρ < 0.001). Finally, the results indicated 

that the psychological needs’ satisfaction partly 

mediated the relation of empathetic leadership 

with job satisfaction (β = 0.532, ρ < 0.001), and 

intention to leave (β = 0.360, ρ < 0.001). 

Summing up the research model, the 

goodness-of-fit indices of the structural 

relationship are presented in Table 4. The p 

value of X2 was above the 0.05 benchmark 

(=0.057); RMSEA was below the 0.08 cut-off 

point (=0.03); NFI, CFI, and GFI showed very 

good values (= 0.957, 0.992, and 0.901 respec-

tively). AGFI was also good (=0.864). The 

RMSEA is an absolute fit index, in that it 

assesses how far a hypothesized model is from a 

perfect model. NFI is an incremental measure of 

the goodness of fit for a statistical model, which 

is not affected by the number of parameters/ 

variables in the model. CFI analyzes the model’s 

fit by examining the discrepancies between the 

data and the hypothesized model, while 

adjusting for the issues of sample size inherent 

in the chi-squared test of the model’s fit, and the 

normed fit index. GFI is a measure of the 

fit between the hypothesized model and the 

observed covariance matrix. The adjusted 

goodness of fit index (AGFI) corrects the GFI, 

which is affected by the number of indicators of 

each latent variable. Overall the goodness-of-fit 

indices were satisfactory. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 Note: ***p < 0.01  

Figure 1: The Model of the Relationship of Empathetic Leadership, Needs’ Satisfaction, Job Satisfaction and 
Intention to Leave 
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Table 4. Goodness-Fit Indices of Structural Part 

Fit Indices Result Benchmark Conclusion 

Probability of X2 0.057 ≥ 0.05 Good 

RMSEA 0.03 ≤ 0.08 Good 

NFI  0.957 ≥ 0.9 Good 

CFI  0.992 ≥ 0.90 Good 

GFI  0.901 ≥ 0.9 Good 

AGFI 0.864 0.8 ≤ < 0.9 Good 
 

3. Hypotheses Testing and Discussion 

Having analyzed the data, the study expected the 

following. First, all the data satisfied the 

requirements of the descriptive statistics, the 

measurement part in the form of reliability and 

validity, and the structural part of the analysis in 

the form of the relationship among the variables. 

Second, the study expected to generalize the 

findings from the available data. The first 

expectation has been fulfilled as all the data 

passed the benchmark applied by this study. 

However, the second expectation was hardly 

fulfilled as the study was conducted during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, and with millennials as 

the respondents, the generalization of the 

findings is limited. The inability to generalize 

the findings is also a limitation of the study, thus 

a cautious interpretation of the result is 

suggested. The result of the analysis shows that 

Hypothesis 1 is supported. Hypothesis 1 argued 

that empathetic leadership is positively related to 

job satisfaction. This result corresponds to the 

findings in the previously conducted research 

(Kock, et al., 2018) which argued that high 

levels of empathetic leadership are indeed 

related to greater job satisfaction for employees. 

The positive relationship between the two 

variables in this study is in line with the 

relational leadership theory and the leader-

member theory, in showing the importance of 

the relationship between leaders and employees 

in determining outcomes, in the form of job 

satisfaction (Brower et al., 2000; Dulebohn et 

al., 2012). Empathy has been and will always be 

an important tool for human life and human 

cooperation (Axelrod, 2009; Bowles & Gintis, 

2011; Dunbar et al., 2005), and in an office 

setting it has allowed leaders to send signals to 

the employees under them that they can be 

trusted, and at the same time create positive 

feelings and personal emotional connections 

(Madlock, 2008; Mayfield & Mayfield, 2015). 

An empathetic leader who shows trust in his/her 

employees is important to the millennial 

generation, as they consider that this kind of 

leadership style matches their need for 

cooperation in the workplace (Bowles & Gintis, 

2011). Having their leader’s trust satisfies the 

well-being of millennial employees (job 

satisfaction). The support, encouragement, and 

praise given by the leader are signals that their 

working environment values people, which is 

important for many millennials (Hughes, 2015). 

This study is one of many justifications 

supporting the notion that this relationship-

oriented leadership style could maximize 

employees’ job satisfaction for a generation that 

in general is more emotional and people-

oriented, as opposed to the mechanical 9 to 5 

traditional office culture that the previous 

generations are accustomed to (Hughes, 2015). 

In regard to Hypothesis 2, it is stated that 

empathetic leadership is negatively related to the 

intention to leave; the result of this study also 

confirmed that relationship. The intention to 

leave commonly increases when employees 
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experience emotional exhaustion (Blomme et al., 

2010), higher pressure and demands that work 

needs to be done quickly, a lack of energy and 

time to do all the work, and tasks or work that 

had to be done at the same time, especially in 

dynamic start-up companies. At the same time, 

millennials tend to be mentally more sensitive 

and emotional (Mind Share Partners’ Mental 

Health at Work 2019 Report, 2019). However, 

having a leader who uses motivational language 

when expressing an emotional relationship, 

understands the millennials’ work situation, and 

supports them in handling their problems causes 

millennials to feel less emotionally exhausted 

(Maslach & Leiter, 2016), and with less 

intention to leave the organization. As Kock et 

al., (2018) stated, empathetic leadership not only 

puts an emphasis on understanding the 

emotional state of the followers, but is also 

willing to take care of them, making the 

followers feel that their leader recognizes and 

understands their feelings. Such a leadership 

style provides motivation, support, direction, and 

feedback that make them much less likely to 

leave the organization. Looking in more detail at 

the items of empathetic leadership, it is hard to 

believe that someone would leave an organi-

zation if their leader gives them praise, 

encouragement, support, and has trust in their 

professional development. 

The result of the analysis shows that 

Hypothesis 3 is supported, and its mediation 

effect is partial. Hypothesis 3 argues that needs’ 

satisfaction mediates the relationship between 

empathetic leadership and job satisfaction. The 

result corresponds to the research that argues 

that empathy in the office is a significant part of 

a leader’s role when giving support to his or her 

subordinates (Cornelis et al., 2013), since when 

leaders are emotionally supportive, the 

interaction between the two could result in the 

employees feeling connected to, supported by, 

and cared for by their leader, and that increases 

their job satisfaction, while a lack of support 

could worsen the phenomenon (Bono et al., 

2007; Chiesa & Serretti, 2011). Additionally, in 

the case of a partial mediation effect, it suggests 

that empathetic leadership, as an independent 

variable, remains significant even when the 

mediating variable of needs’ satisfaction is 

introduced. This shows that the job satisfaction 

of employees is influenced not only by their 

need for satisfaction but it may also be increased 

due to the empathetic leadership of their leaders, 

regardless of their needs’ satisfaction, which is 

reasonable when we see that the need for 

satisfaction is a very broad subject, and it does 

not only cover office related matters but also 

one’s psychological need for satisfaction inside 

and outside the office. This result supports the 

self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2002 

and Ryan et al., 1996) which stated that needs 

are the nutriments that are essential for indivi-

duals to survive and grow. 

With regard to Hypothesis 4, it is written that 

needs’ satisfaction mediates the negative effect 

of empathetic leadership on the employees’ 

intention to leave. The result showed that there is 

a partial mediation of that relationship. The 

mediating process operates as follows: First, 

empathetic leadership affects the need for 

satisfaction. Highly empathetic leaders lead to a 

high need for satisfaction, and then that need 

generates a stronger perception about not leaving 

the organization among the millennials. As they 

are the generation known as the “job hopping 

generation” (Gallup, 2016), changing jobs for 

millennials is not a big deal. However, this study 

found that needs’ satisfaction mediates the 

relationship of empathetic leadership and the 

intention to leave. The existence of a leader who 

is emotionally supportive of millennials 

improves the interaction between the two, and 

reduces their intention to leave. This generation 
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is also known for their knowledge and skills 

regarding technology (they are technologically 

savvy) (PWC, 2011), and in the current dynamic 

environment, such capabilities are an important 

asset when looking for another job. But, given 

the result of the study, it is speculated that the 

millennials may sacrifice the intention of 

looking for a new job since their needs’ 

satisfaction is already fulfilled by their current 

workplace’s leaders, who are empathetic.  

CONCLUSIONS 

Needs’ satisfaction in the office setting 

consists of autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness (Deci et al., 2001). From this study, 

we can see that there is a significant positive 

relationship between empathetic leadership and 

needs’ satisfaction, when a leader treats his or 

her employees with empathy, it satisfies the 

employees psychological needs, but it is 

important to note that empathetic leadership 

might have a stronger effect on the relatedness 

part of an employee’s job satisfaction than it has 

for the sections of autonomy and competence. 

Having written in the correlation and confir-

matory factor analysis that some of the items for 

needs’ satisfaction fail to fulfill the threshold, 

this study notes that the remaining items belong 

to the relatedness dimension of needs’ satis-

faction. Statements that were meant to study 

points of relatedness, for example “I really like 

the people I interact with” and “I get along with 

people I come into contact with” focus on 

interpersonal relationships. Therefore, it is 

important to stress that the need for satisfaction 

is indeed very broad and the result of the validity 

testing might be explained by the notion that the 

mediating role of needs’ satisfaction in this 

model is multidimensional and not unidimen-

sional, and the relatedness dimension has the 

most important mediating role between 

empathetic leadership and job satisfaction. 

Following Blau’s (1964) writings on social 

and economic exchanges, the leader-member 

exchange theory assumes that leaders and 

followers are involved in an exchange 

relationship. Followers follow because they 

receive something from the leader. In return, the 

leader gets something from his followers 

(Messick, 2005). In the context of the 

workplace, followers expect to get agreeable 

leadership, have their feelings and emotions 

understood, be provided with emotional support 

and helped with their self-development, and in 

return, leaders expect their followers to help 

achieve the organizational goals, which in this 

research is through greater job satisfaction and 

less desire to leave. Hence, the quality of the 

exchange relationship is the basic unit of 

analysis between leaders and followers (Van 

Breukelen et al., 2006). Rahn et al., (2016) in 

this regard offered the congruence between the 

employees and employers that influences the 

quality. The quality shown here is manifested in 

terms of having a good relationship, for example 

the leaders showing admiration, encouragement, 

support and trust in their followers. For 

millennials, this kind of emotional support 

matches their characteristics, and they behave 

accordingly. Consequently, to increase the well-

being of millennials, leading them empathe-

tically is strongly suggested. 

Regarding the intention to leave, it has been 

and will be an important issue for organizations. 

When an employee leaves, the resources 

invested in that employee through training, 

development, and education are lost. The effect 

of a high employee turnover, with the loss of 

"good" employees and a large increase in 

recruitment and retraining costs (Mchugh & 

Brennan, 1992), cannot be underestimated. 

Turnover also creates serious consequences for 

the remaining employees, as a high turnover 

may have a negative effect on the morale of the 
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remaining employees. Thus, organizations need 

to find a solution to reduce their employees’ 

intention to leave. High turnover usually 

indicates employee dissatisfaction, caused by 

several factors. They may be underpaid, 

undervalued, or not challenged enough, or see 

limited opportunities to develop, or have poor 

relations with their co-workers or supervisors 

(Ertas, 2015). Whatever the reason, the turnover 

intention is not desired by management, and 

empathetic leadership can be a solution. 

There is an ongoing debate about whether a 

leadership style can be born or made. For 

example, citing many famous people such as 

Mahatma Gandhi, George Washington, 

Abraham Lincoln, Nelson Mandela and Dr. 

Martin Luther King, the “great man” theory 

emerged (Di Gulio, 2014), which believed that 

leaders were born; it states that a leader is 

somehow naturally skilled, and those skills 

appear as a product of the society they lived in, 

which would not have been possible if the 

current social conditions had existed then. 

However, the development of the study of 

leadership theories indicates that the majority of 

what it takes to be a good leader is not inherited. 

The nurturing approach to leadership, as 

opposed to the natural approach, can be seen in 

the evolution of leadership theories such as 

transactional leadership, transformational 

leadership, ethical leadership (Karim et al., 

2019), visionary leadership, and strategic 

leadership, among many others. This research 

believes that, borrowing the idea of the 

intervention program of respect (Lee Smith & 

Kelloway, 2016), and talent climate (King, 

2017), leaders can be made but disciplined 

efforts have to be invested in their creation. The 

recent work of Avolio and Hannah, (2019) 

clearly highlighted the systematic and exhaustive 

process of developing a leader. Management is 

urged to follow that process if empathetic 

leadership is to prevail; especially for managing 

a millennial workforce, which the majority of 

the world’s workforce will be in the coming 

decades. 

Since the study was conducted during the 

COVID-19 pandemic period, some of the result 

of the research may be influenced by those 

circumstances. During that pandemic, many 

companies rationalized their workforces, which 

meant involuntarily turnover happened. As such, 

it was assumed that many millennials reduced 

their tendency to look for another job, as 

survival was probably more important than 

following their career path by looking for 

challenging and promising jobs. This study 

suggests conducting the study again under 

normal circumstances, in order to get results that 

can be analyzed and compared to this study 

conducted in an unusual environment. Second, 

the study limits its generalizability since it 

assumed there was only one type of start-up. In 

fact, there are many types of start-ups. Thus, 

broadening the context of the study by 

researching other types of start-up firms would 

contribute to the generalization of the findings 
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